We examined interference competition for food in oystercatchers, Haematopus ostralegus L., feeding on cockles, Cerastoderma edule L., when kleptoparasitism was infrequent. These birds opened cockles by hammering a hole in the shell, searched for them by touch and experienced densities of feeding conspecifics that ranged from 0 to 2362.5 birds/ha. Handling times were not significantly correlated with competitor density, but the probability of successfully opening a cockle declined significantly as competitor density increased because birds were more likely to abandon cockles they had found. Birds were also significantly more likely to carry cockles away from where they were found prior to attempting to open them as competitor density increased. We used an optimal diet model to predict maximum energy intake rates achievable for birds feeding on a given prey population, and experiencing a range of competitor densities. Despite affecting foraging behaviour, the model showed that competitor density had a negligible impact on overall intake rates. Although kleptoparasitism was rare in our study population, only 1.5% (9/586) of cockles being lost to parasites, a recent model suggests that it was likely to be profitable, under the conditions experienced by our birds. We suggest that kleptoparasitism might be infrequent because birds could reduce its likelihood by adjusting their behaviour, with only a minimal cost in terms of a reduced intake rate. Behaviour-based models of interference competition, therefore, need to consider a range of potentially complex avoidance behaviours when attempting to describe the dynamics of this process.
In avian predator-prey systems, interference competition has been defined as the short-term reversible decline in the intake rate of a predator in the presence of competitors (Goss-Custard 1980; Sutherland 1983) . The strength of interference is extremely important in determining the distribution of predators across a food supply gradient (e.g. Sutherland & Parker 1985; Parker & Sutherland 1986) , and also has implications for mortality in the predator population, especially if individuals particularly sensitive to interference are displaced into poor-quality feeding patches, which contain insufficient resources to support them (Goss-Custard & Durell 1990; Sutherland & Goss-Custard 1992; Sutherland & Dolman 1994) . As a result, there have been a number of recent theoretical studies which have examined the mechanism and consequences of interference (Sutherland & Parker 1985; Parker & Sutherland 1986; Holmgren 1995; Moody & Houston 1995; Stillman et al. 1997) , as well as empirical studies which have attempted to measure the strength of interference in wild bird populations (Zwarts & Drent 1981; Sutherland & Koene 1982; Dolman 1995; Stillman et al. 1996) . Although the strength of interference has been quantified in only a few bird species, this type of competition has been documented across a range of avian taxa (e.g. Carpenter et al. 1993; Kotrschal et al. 1993; Bautista et al. 1995) . Empirical studies have tended to focus on wintering (=nonbreeding) bird populations, and also on kleptoparasitism (i.e. food stealing) as the main mechanism of interference, although other more subtle mechanisms are possible (see Goss-Custard 1980) . Previous studies have quantified the strength of interference in two main ways (reviewed by Van der Meer & Ens 1997) . A number of field studies have simply described how intake rates change as competitor density increases (e.g. Zwarts & Drent 1981; Sutherland & Koene 1982; Dolman 1995; Stillman et al. 1996) , measuring the strength of interference as the rate of change in intake rate per unit increase in the density of competitors. This approach implicitly assumes that the density of resources
